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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Shadow Side series.
      

      

      Luna is a cleaner. You can tell by the mop she carries around that matches her no-nonsense manner and blunt wit.

      There isn't meant to be anything in this city she can't clean. Then she runs into a mess that threatens to swallow her and everyone else up in a twisted tale decades in the making.

      Luna has a rare strain of magic - she can use the shadows to detect spell cores. It makes her a great cleaner but also a target. Because someone has waited a long time to find her.

      When she reveals her powers in a grand - and awfully embarrassing - scene at the hottest club in town, she also comes to the attention of the hottest vamp. Lennox Seymour - the city's number one party boy.

      But Lennox has a secret, and it's wrapped up in her. When he contracts her to clean the city of scum - of the criminal variety - she starts to realize she might be more to him than meets the eye. And it's his eyes that hold that secret. For Lennox Seymour might've had his true-mate response for Luna. And no matter what she does, what she smacks with her mop, and what she verbally assaults, she can't fight destiny.

      She can only take it by the hand, dance with it, and see how long it takes to wrap its lips around hers and kiss her until the end of time.

      ...

      Shadow Side follows a plucky cleaner and the city's worst playboy fighting dangerous demons. If you love your urban fantasies with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Shadow Side today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

      Shadow Side is the 7th Your True Vampire series. In a world where vampires know their true love at first sight, love brings trouble. Packed with action, humor, and a dash of romance, you can read them separately, so plunge in today.
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    Shadow Side Book One

  
    Prologue

    She stood on the roof as it bubbled beneath her, flames leaping high.

    They curled around her feet. They marched toward her power, ready to rip it out of her, ready to get to what was beneath.

    Her breath caught in her throat as she yanked her head up and she saw the city.

    The entire skyline was on fire.

    Then she heard him. Right behind her.

    “Luna, don’t. Don’t you dare. Not alone,” Lennox’s driving words pounded over the rooftop, even as a whole section beside her crumbled in. There was a deafening roar as flames took the opportunity to leap up high.

    Even though her magic still protected her, she had to yank a hand up and hide behind it.

    She almost fell to the side. Then one of the roofing tiles slipped, and she really did.

    “Luna,” Lennox roared now.

    Somehow his vampire tones were louder than the destruction.

    She heard as another building, not far to her side, caved in.

    The flames leapt up from the shadow realm, coiled around it, and started to separate it.

    As she lay there on her side, the flames closer but still not burning her through her thin magic, she stared in gob-smacked awe – and total soul-shaking terror.

    … This was what Lennox had always warned her about. This was what was always waiting for her in her future. Now it wasn’t waiting.

    … It was here.

    And there was only one thing for it, wasn’t there?

    Luna was the greatest magical cleaner in the city – hell, that there had ever been. She was the greatest magical cleaner there ever would be.

    There was a reason she alone could see the true shadow realm. So she could drag the darkness out into the light, scrub it clean, and let everyone else get on with whatever it was they did.

    She curled a hand into a fist, using her strength to chase away the last of her fear.

    Lennox still hadn’t reached her. He was on one of the burning rooftops behind. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him leap across the gap, his vampire form giving him enough ancestral magic that he managed to plummet headfirst through a burning cloud of rubble, reach her roof, grab the gutter, and pull up into a kneeling position.

    He just couldn’t get to her in time.

    Nobody could get to her in time. Because this… was why she’d been born.

    She reached toward her side, intending to yank out her extendable mop. Somewhere amid the chaos, it had been ripped from her.

    Oh well.

    She had this anyway. Had this in her hands, had this in her blood, had this in her eyes, had this in her shadow.

    She lifted both hands, extending her fingers out as far as she could. As the knuckles and webbing stretched, the sound hardly audible above the roar of the fire beneath, she closed her eyes. She felt her magic ignite. It raced around her wrists. Little symbols appeared, even though she didn’t look down at them. She could feel them digging into her skin, racing up high, getting ready to help her reach the true shadow realm.

    Then there’d be no stopping her.

    But she was forgetting something, wasn’t she?

    One determined ancestral vampire.

    Lennox tried to lurch toward her, but her own magic now held him back.

    It whoomphed in front of her, rising high like the greatest inferno ever. Honestly, you could go inside an aluminum smelter, but you wouldn’t get flames this powerful. Even the center of the sun would blush at the fire she produced.

    Because the fire was squeezed out of the shadow realm. The true location of magic.

    Lennox had to yank a hand up and hide behind it.

    She could see his eyes. Though she knew the importance of keeping her own eyes closed, she opened one a crack and stared across at him.

    He shook his head and mouthed her name. Maybe he screamed it – she couldn’t hear anymore. A roar picked up in her ears, wild and true. The roar of the shadows.

    If Luna had known then what she knew now, maybe things would’ve gone differently. What did she mean about then?

    How long had she known Lennox? It felt like years but honestly hadn’t even been more than a couple of days.

    If she’d known then what she did now… maybe she would’ve avoided him. It would’ve at least been easier.

    “Don’t you dare leave me alone, Luna,” he roared.

    Then he did something he shouldn’t be able to do, no ancestral vampire should be able to do, even if the flames of destiny burned between them and their mate.

    Sorry, mate?

    She couldn’t even believe she’d actually used that word.

    She tried to clean it from her head. But while she could clean almost anything else from any other place in the world, that one would remain.

    Because that one word – and the certain ancestral vamp it equated to – would never let her forget what it meant.

    He yanked his arm down and thrust it forward. He looked like he was in some rugby team, and he was about to push his way into a scrum.

    He would get hurt. That was the nature of the game. But it wouldn’t stop him from getting to her. Nothing would.

    She could admit that her heart beat harder, truly hard, as if someone had replaced it with a hammer. As it pounded against her chest, she called on her shadow magic, ready to slip into that realm, ready to save the city, even though it would cost her her life.

    She was forgetting something. Her life wasn’t really hers anymore.

    A certain handsome vampire rogue had claimed that some time ago. Her heart, too.

    Just as a gate to the true shadow realm opened behind her, and she heard the hiss of the dark, dangerous magic within, Lennox burst through her spell.

    He grabbed her.

    The second he fixed his fingers around her shoulder was the second she felt like the world had caught up with her. Not the whole world. Just his world. Her world. Because what was the difference now? As flames leapt around them, Lennox pushed close. His handsome face crumpled into the sternest expression she’d ever seen. “Luna, did you ever really think I’d let go of you like that? Luna, after all of these years of searching for you, do you think I’m gonna let you face the end on your own?”

    Her heart skipped a beat. Who was she kidding? It skipped every beat then started to pound to a different tune.

    Lennox drew close. She knew precisely what he would do.

    “You can’t seal my power, Lennox. There’ll be no one to save the city—”

    “Leave that to me. It was always my task.”

    “Lennox—”

    He reached in and locked a hand behind her head. Her skin shivered at the proximity of his touch. Proximity wasn’t the right word. Her skin practically melded with his fingers. Because they’d always known what they wanted.

    But now was no time to get it.

    Before Lennox could seal her powers with an ancestral kiss, the roof started to crumble.

    The next thing she knew, he shoved close, grabbed her by the waist, fixed an arm underneath her, and pulled her to the side. A blast of vampire power circled his move.

    It forced the flames back.

    He leapt to another roof and another.

    Soon, they were on the conservatory roof, the gardens just there.

    She’d once gotten so much pleasure out of those gardens. Now, one by one, she watched every ancient tree and flowering bulb burst into flames.

    They couldn’t withstand the magic.

    They turned to ash like dark glitter.

    “Don’t look at it. It’s not real yet. This,” he said, as he gripped her so hard, even destiny couldn’t pull her back, “is.”

    She looked up into his eyes.

    Then he did it. He leaned close. He fixed his fingers around her head harder – then he locked his lips on hers.

    His magic charged down into her mouth, into her chin and jaw, locking it in place. His heat and vampire power did the rest.

    There wasn’t a thing her body could do to push that force back.

    As his ancestral abilities sealed her shadow force, the roof gave way. It was only glass.

    It cracked around them.

    It was a long way to the marble lobby beneath, a long way to the people standing there enjoying a function, soft guitar music accompanying the clink of champagne flutes and laughter.

    They couldn’t see the destruction she and Lennox could. Not yet.

    They certainly saw Lennox and Luna tumbling through the shattering roof, his lips on hers.

    Her magic was sealed. She felt the second it crawled back into the core in the middle of her chest, never to be unlocked – in his presence at least.

    The spell was done.

    … But Lennox’s lips remained on her.

    They fell onto the floor.

    By all rights, she should’ve been crushed to dust. Her magic was gone – her vampire was not.

    He shoved a hand forward, planting it on the glass-covered floor just as they landed. It didn’t snap his wrist, though it should have.

    Instead, a jolt of pure vampire force broke their fall.

    Her head fell lightly against the marble just as his magic turned every single sharp glass shard to dust.

    … His lips were still on her.

    The guests around her screamed.

    Fair enough. The city’s greatest playboy had just crashed through the roof kissing a mediocre magical cleaner. And he wasn’t done yet.

    He opened one eye. He twisted it up toward the glass windows ahead.

    She could see, reflected in his wide pupils, as the flames dissipated.

    The destruction that waited in the shadow realm, right at the city’s doorstep, disappeared for now.

    The citizens around her had absolutely no idea that they were so close to destruction.

    Lennox did. And apparently Lennox would deal with it. But first he had something else to deal with.

    … His lips were still on hers. Had she mentioned that?

    Because they were still on hers. He swung his gaze down to her. All of his attention, all of his force. She watched light rim his irises, and this time she couldn’t deny it.

    It was his true-mate response.

    She… apparently, was his. And he was done playing games.

    With his lips still locked on hers, she somehow muttered, “You’re still kissing me, Lennox. The spell is sealed.”

    “And I’m the city’s greatest playboy. Do you really think I’m gonna waste this moment to kiss you in front of the city and make it official, Luna? Do you really think I’m ever gonna waste another moment with you?”

    Her stomach cinched in as his lips locked on hers harder. As she stared up into the eyes of her true mate. Her true destiny. But her true guard, too. Because from this point on, Lennox wasn’t gonna let her do what she needed to. He wouldn’t let her save the city, even if it cost him his life.

  
    Chapter 1

    Several Days Earlier

    Luna walked into one of the fanciest buildings she’d ever seen. She was aware of the fact it had only opened… what? A week ago?

    Hard to say.

    She remembered when this city had been a quiet place. She’d hardly call it sleepy. It was on an important sea route. The port was always filled with container ships. It’s just that somewhere around five years ago, the vamps had moved in.

    Vamps were everywhere. Especially wherever there was power. They brought their ancestral force – money too – and took up root like unwanted weeds.

    A cruel image. One she should keep to herself. Especially as a concierge shot toward her. It was just before a stiff-lipped bouncer could do the same. Fair enough, in her blue overalls, with her spotted scarf around her hair, and her thick glasses, she didn’t look like the ordinary clientele of this financial institution. That’s what it was. Of course that’s what it was. It was a vamp building. What did vamps like? Apart from blood? Money.

    And when they’d flooded into this city five years ago, they’d brought every single cent they could.

    Now every single new tower being built was backed by vampires, every mall, every hotel, every freaking house, and any other construction activity, too.

    If she hadn’t inherited her tiny rickety house on the edge of town from her grandmother, she’d probably be living under the bridge by now.

    She stowed all that mental chatter, knowing vamps could pick up even the most exquisitely small change in your blood pressure and figure out you were thinking ill of them.

    She smiled. She stopped herself just short of offering a salute.

    The concierge assessed her.

    He flicked his fingers dismissively at the gargoyle bouncer.

    The guy didn’t look ashamed. He looked like everything was in order – as if he actually deserved to be treated like that.

    Okay, not everything was in order. He shot her this look that said if she caused any trouble, she’d be out on her ass so fast, her pants would catch fire.

    She grabbed her hip as if in anticipation. She smiled. “Shadow Magical Cleaning Services.” She’d stopped herself from snapping a salute before. Now she did it anyway. And she knew a cheesy smile took to her lips.

    The concierge didn’t care. He slid his gaze to the left and right. He grabbed her by the arm, his long gaunt fingers cinching in like a cage. Why was it that vampires could do that, even when they weren’t using their magic? There was something fundamental about their grips that promised you once they had you, they wouldn’t let you go.

    He pulled her to the side. There was a long black counter with flecks of beautiful green crystal.

    Smiling, svelte vampire receptionists manned it.

    Not one of them looked at her. Why would they? She was just the cleaner.

    When the concierge had manhandled her through a side door, he sighed. “You come highly recommended. Apparently,” he looked her up and down as if he couldn’t believe what he was about to say, “you can see the true gritty side of magic, and you can clean it away.” He lifted a hand and made a dismissive gesture. From everything she’d already described to you, he was very good at it. It was all in the flick of the wrist, the spread of his fingers, and the fact he made the kind of eye contact that said she was insignificant. Sorry, she’d go back to being insignificant when she cleaned the magical dust off the walls, got the grime from his gutters, and scrubbed every spell core from beneath the carpet.

    She was used to being dismissed by vampires. But they needed her. And she needed the money.

    You’d be surprised how much cash you can sink into an old rickety house. Especially when construction prices were through the roof. She pressed her hands together and smiled. She knew how to fix a fake grin against her lips. Knew how to let it curl so high, it could reach your forehead and blast through into space. “That’s my promise. I’ll find the magical grit that other cleaners can’t.”

    His brow contracted. “You said on the phone that you have a skill—”

    “Sure do. I can see the darker side of force. The shadows—”

    “You will be discreet,” he cut in over the top of her.

    If she had one fun fact, it was the fact that she was actually unique in the magical cleaning business. Almost every other cleaning outfit in town just used grunt. They gathered together all of the dispossessed ex-warlocks that had fallen out of the cracks of the Army or police force, then used them to brute force their way through tricky magical messes. Her? She could always find the root of some problem with her skills. Then she used minimal effort to clean them away.

    This guy didn’t care what was unique about her.

    He clearly only wanted one thing.

    He waved that dictatorial finger right in front of her nose. “You will be discreet,” he hissed.

    He really pushed more out of that word than she’d ever heard before. She got the impression he spent most of his life saying that.

    Her top lip ticked to the side.

    She looked down at her feet. “Yes, sir. You paid for me to be discreet. And effective. So where is this gnarly magical mess?”

    She was cheery. He either didn’t notice or didn’t care. To be fair, that wasn’t his job. From his pristine red velvet waistcoat, to the official Vampire Council symbol that glistened on his chest, he was here to keep the vampire community safe and happy.

    He served them. And Luna? For the next couple of hours, she’d serve him.

    He led her around the service area to a small, insignificant lift. She’d clapped eyes on the real lifts in the lobby, and they looked about as gilded as a Cartier workshop.

    As they rose up the building, she realized they were headed to the penthouse floor.

    He hadn’t even bothered to describe what kind of magical mess she’d face. Had a contract signing gone wrong? Had an enemy vamp started to cast forbidden spells in the discussion room? Would there be some cracked tables, maybe a little blood on the walls? No. The vampire community was so much more controlled than that. If vamps started to fight vamps – especially for something as vulgar as money – the Council would step in.

    And what did you need to know about the Council? What did every single citizen of Arkans City need to know about its official Vampire Council?

    It was run by a man with an iron fist and a son to match.

    Clayton Seymour was one of the most powerful ancient vamps in the world. She just had to repeat that so you really got it.

    Clayton Seymour was one of the most influential, powerful, rich, and ancient vampires in the entire world.

    And he had moved to this city only five years ago. He’d brought his son – sorry, sons. There were two of them.

    The one you cared about was Riley, the second son.

    He owned this building. He owned most of the buildings around town.

    He was in the papers every other day.

    Not for the same reasons his rogue brother was, though. He wasn’t splashed across the celebrity sections, his charming, ever-handsome smile as ubiquitous as sunshine.

    Riley was really in control.

    But this was a detour. What you really wanted to know was that if anything ever went wrong in this town with vampires, the vamp Council – and Riley – would fix it.

    So what the heck would she face up there?

    Luna soon got her answer.

    The service elevator slid open. She had to scurry down a short corridor, always behind the concierge, never in front.

    Then he reached the main corridor, stiffened, turned, and mouthed one word. You guessed it, it was, “Discreet.” He didn’t even repeat the request that she ought to be discreet. That was a given.

    She would be discreet – otherwise she’d be out on her ear, and the grinning gargoyle in the lobby would have fun dragging her down and dumping her in the trash outside the building.

    She passed other staff.

    They muttered to themselves. They kept repeating one word. Lennox.

    She didn’t have the greatest hearing, but Luna soon brushed shoulders with a vamp who walked past her, not even glancing her way. He pinched the bridge of his nose. “How Lennox keeps getting away with this, I don’t know. You’d think his brother would have controlled him by now.”

    The vamp two steps behind the guy snorted. “You think Riley can control Lennox? You think anyone can control that party boy?”

    “His father is the head of the Council.”

    “Yet for reasons unknown, Clayton won’t go up against his own son.”

    “Watch your mouth,” the first vamp said, his canines flashing.

    Luna frowned.

    Lennox…? It wasn’t hard to figure out what happened. That one word shook her up from the inside out.

    The Lennox Seymour had partied here, ha?

    She’d never cleaned up after one of his parties before. The vamp community usually kept its business private.

    She knew of other cleaning outfits that had done it, but they were all run by vampires and staffed by them, too.

    She frowned a little. Why would the concierge call her instead of one of the other companies? He cleared his throat outside of the service door, reached forward, grabbed the handle, and looked at her. For a second, vampire power rimmed his pupils. It did it in a specific way.

    If you wanted to understand vamps, you needed to understand their pupils.

    Their eyes could react to magic before the rest of their body did.

    There were many different powerful reactions – the greatest being the true-mate response. Vampires could honestly sense the person they’d be with for the rest of their lives. And when that sense hit their bloodstream, it would take their pupils, expand them, and rim them with yellow light. That of course did not happen between her and the concierge. That would of course never happen between her and any vampire. Not her point. This vamp unconsciously stared at her with real force flickering in his gaze, meaning he couldn’t afford for her to screw up.

    She smiled.

    She wouldn’t exactly say she was good under pressure. She just knew that ultimately, if he wanted this place cleaned, she could do it. Because there was nothing she couldn’t clean.

    She shot him a reassuring smile, then nodded at the room. “I can take it from here.”

    “Other vampires will come and go. You will be—”

    Luna had to keep stopping herself from snapping salutes. She’d done it once – now she rode the wave of embarrassment, grinned, and snapped one again anyway. “Discreet is my middle name.”

    It wasn’t. It was Lucy. But this concierge didn’t need to know that—

    He opened the door, and her nostrils twitched. Actually, that was the wrong word. Luna’s nostrils fizzled.

    Magic rose around them, crackled along the fine hairs, shot up, and forced the greatest sneeze ever to echo around the room.

    The concierge didn’t even bat a hand at her dismissively. She imagined he could smell the wild magic, too. Hell, the vampire staff must’ve cast some seriously gnarly spells on this room to ensure you couldn’t smell it down the street.

    Luna looked across at what was probably a function room.

    Sorry, she had to use the past tense. She looked across at what had once been a function room. Now… it was a virtual war zone.

    Did you think that was a little rich? That was because you couldn’t see what was on the walls and covering the floor.

    And speaking of that, she lifted her simple sand shoe and stared down. Someone had cast so much magic on so much alcohol that it had formed a gloopy mess.

    One that still moved. She stepped on it, and it shivered, tried to climb her foot, and went to rise toward her knee.

    She could’ve screamed. She’d faced worse.

    Before the concierge could say anything, she reached behind her and grabbed her extendable mop. You wouldn’t know it was a mop. You’d think it was just a small cylindrical metal box she kept hooked against her belt.

    It was her greatest tool, nay, even a weapon.

    A weapon against mess.

    She twisted it around in a motion any trained cop would be proud of. She flicked her finger over the trigger catch, and in a single second, her mop appeared. She slammed it down against the gloop before it could climb her knee and smooshed it down into the carpet. Then she twisted. She used her mop like a channel. She forced sparks of crackling power into it, and they shot into the gloop, disrupting its magical cohesion. A second later, it gave up. It returned to its constituent parts. Sticky alcohol splashed across her foot and the carpet, and magic discharged into the floor.

    The concierge had likely been seconds from telling her to be discreet again, but she watched as he arched an eyebrow, almost looking impressed. Then, because dismissiveness was in his bones, he flicked a hand at her. “Clean the rest. You have a whole day.”

    “I won’t need it,” she said as she cheerfully twisted the mop around and started to attack another pile of gloop.

    “You have no idea what a vampire like Lennox can do to a room like this. You have no idea what a vampire like Lennox can do, full stop.” That comment wasn’t meant for her. He muttered it under his breath as his phone rang. Whatever it was, he didn’t want the distraction, and he rushed off, his curt tones echoing down the corridor beyond.

    She shrugged, happy to see him gone.

    There were a few other vamps in the room, all of them ignoring her. Soon they disappeared, too.

    Good. She was alone.

    She shoved her ear buds in, grabbed her phone, flicked to her favorite playlist, and started cleaning up.

    Did she like it? She loved it.

    Her grandmother had always instilled in her that she could do things other people couldn’t.

    Incredible things? Look, it depended on your point of view.

    Luna had a certain skill. She could see magical shadows.

    She wasn’t a shadow seer or anything, but… look, she was a fraction of a shadow seer, and that’s what gave her her advantage.

    All magic cast shadows. As magic was essentially light, it was part and parcel of the experience.

    All magic cast light, too, but to interact with that, you’d have to be an aura vamp.

    She didn’t care about those. She cared about herself, about the fact that all she had to do was glimpse magical shadows by kind of stepping to the side of her mind, and she could find out where spell cores were. It meant she could efficiently deal with them, find the root of any spell, and clean magic like no one else could.

    In under five minutes, she’d dealt with the gloop. She’d found the few strands of true magic holding it together and beaten them over the head with her mop.

    10 minutes after that, she’d attacked the walls. Again with her mop. Other magical cleaning outfits came with all the gear. She meant hydro pumps, magic scrubbing brushes, even vacuum cleaners that could work on their own through nothing more than psychic commands. She had a mop. And she used it with aplomb. She suddenly twisted it around, looking like some kind of samurai with his favorite sword. Then she shoved it right into the center of the wall.

    It looked like she wasn’t doing anything.

    She was.

    A spell core appeared. There hadn’t even been a mark on the wall. In fact, it had been a conspicuously clear area of paint. But she activated the spell core, and a spinning series of light mandalas appeared.

    She wasn’t distracted by the center of them. Fools would go for what looked like the middle of the spell core. She tracked the shadow instead, soon found the culprit, and smacked it on the head with her mop.

    She felt as the magic gave up, as it shivered and abated.

    Then she smiled.

    In that simple move, she cleared about 20 percent of the magic mess in this room. She sighed, twisted her mop around, leaned against it, and grinned.

    Then she realized it was time to attack the furniture.

    She hadn’t yet described the most unusual part of this mess. In the corner of the room was a stack of tables.

    At some point they’d probably had some kind of buffet dinner on them. Now they were mounded together as if a large toddler had built a cave.

    She shook her head. “Vampires are wild,” she muttered under her breath. She wanted to use a much better insult. But, come on, she was in one of the most important vamp buildings.

    She shoved her mop over her shoulder, made it over to the tables, then went to start pulling them apart. Her eyes looked up suddenly. They stared dead ahead, even though there was nothing there. One of her nostrils expanded by a fraction then contracted. Her left lip twitched up. She dropped to a knee. There, she saw the edge of a shadow. It was nothing more than a slight impression.

    It was kind of like a smear you might get if you wore glasses and you walked through ash.

    She shoved forward.

    She acted on instinct, and damn were her instincts good. Because she punched her hand through the air and disrupted a spell core just before something could scurry away.

    She wrapped her fingers around it and yanked back.

    And there, a full-on fairy formed in front of her.

    She was so surprised. It was apoplectic.

    A fairy like this was a forbidden spell. You couldn’t cast spells to bring creatures into the real world. Or rather, other-world creatures.

    Technically vampires were other-world creatures, but they’d come across a long time ago. Fairies were out-and-out bad news. They didn’t run on the same rules as other people. Sorry, they didn’t follow the same rules as other people. And that was the problem.

    If you gave them a foothold on Earth, they would use every second of that foothold to smack you over the head, destroy everything you owned, and do as much damage as possible.

    She had the fairy by one of its legs. It twisted around, kicked her in the face, caused blood to splatter over the side of her cheek, then yanked at her hair.

    She thrust her hand forward, grabbed it around the middle, and pinned its arms against its chest.

    “Meddling human. Little power. No chance to stop me,” it hissed.

    “We’ll see about that. You don’t belong here—”

    “But I’m here. Whether I belong or not is irrelevant. You woke me up. And you,” it hissed, “get to be responsible for what I do next.”

    “You’re responsible—” she spluttered, trying to bring her mop around.

    The fairy shoved its glittering face close. It opened its mouth, its vampire-like canines shining next to her face. “Fine. Then you get to be dragged along.”

    It wasn’t joking.

    She went to shove up against the fairy’s face even though technically she knew she wasn’t powerful enough to fight it. The fairy knew that. And the fairy had a great idea.

    It shoved up, breaking through the tables.

    It was just as a vampire shot into the room. “There it is—” he began. He had a younger face, and he certainly didn’t wear the same expression of every other vamp in this fancy tower. He wasn’t stiff-lipped. He didn’t look like all the cheer had been sucked out of him. He did however look as if he’d known this fairy was here.

    He reached a hand toward it. It was way too late. She tried to hold onto the fairy – that was until the fairy started to hold onto her. It fixed its tail around her fingers, securing her in place, then with a gleeful smile shot toward the window. She’d mentioned she was on the penthouse floor, right? She just hadn’t mentioned how tall this tower was. Go back to the fact that vampires had built it and they were vain as hell. It was the tallest tower downtown.

    It was at least 40 floors. 40 damn floors.

    She had no time to entertain that thought. She had no time to even breathe. The next second, glass blasted around her, and she sailed down the side of the building.

    She tried to scream. She couldn’t force it out against the wind shear.

    The fairy could and would drop her at any moment.

    For now it wailed, its cries soon turning into a wild laugh.

    It shot toward the building again, crashing through another pane of glass with her body.

    She just used enough magic to keep her safe.

    The second they crashed into the ground far below, however, safe would give way to death.

    She didn’t scream. Not once.

    She kept her hand around the fairy, though, even as it tried to loosen its tail. It went to throw her through the tenth-floor window.

    She grabbed on with two hands.

    She looked up.

    She searched for the fairy’s true shadow, but it twisted. It banged her into the wall again.

    She hurt her side. She cut her leg. But she frigging held on.

    “Human is tenacious. Tenacity leads to death.”

    “Yours first,” she snarled.

    It didn’t like that. It was also running out of power.

    And better than that? It was stretching its magical tether thin.

    Creatures like that had to be called through strong spells that usually anchored them to a specific place. There was so much magic in the ordinary world there to stop them from pushing through that if they did push through, they needed to stay close to their anchor point.

    The anchor point was clearly in the building.

    As the fairy tried to loop high into the air, it couldn’t.

    Its wings began to lose puff. It flapped them wildly, then started to descend.

    Thank God. No. Not thank God, because then it decided it would shoot right through the lobby windows.

    Luna hadn’t even started to tabulate the damage.

    Her mind couldn’t. It didn’t have the oxygen, the glucose, the time.

    She hurtled right through the massive plateglass windows at the front of the building, and she cracked every single one in the lobby. The glass shattered around her.

    She heard an alarm, possibly even the grunt of that gargoyle.

    Now the guy really did have a good reason to dump her on her ass. Preferably in the clinker.

    She still somehow held onto the fairy.

    It surged forward.

    She caught a glimpse of a strong, tall, probably handsome vampire in the most impeccable suit she’d ever seen. It looked like it had been made for him.

    Hell, the whole building looked like it had been made for him. Because it had.

    He twisted.

    It was Riley Seymour.

    She’d only ever seen him in the papers, on the news, and splashed across tabloids, not that they ever cared much about him and mostly concentrated on his rogue brother.

    Now she’d never forget, though, never forget Riley’s piercing gaze as he threw a hand forward.

    He opened his thumb and forefinger wide. He created a spell right between them, one that crackled as brightly as a burning golden cog. Then he flicked it into the fairy’s face. It froze.

    It lost its grip on Luna, and she lost her grip on it.

    She thumped down to her knees. Fortunately she only fell about 10 centimeters.

    She breathed wildly.

    Then she turned. There were well-to-do vampires filling the lobby, and one older lady screamed like a drunk soprano.

    Luna winced.

    One word repeated in her head then cracked because she’d broken right through it. This was not discreet. This was everything but discrete.

    Her overalls were torn. Her leg was bleeding, but not badly, and her hair was a mess. She thumbed some dirt off her glasses and warily rose, her knees knocking. She took one step forward. “Ah—”

    The concierge appeared. He skidded out from one of the lifts, then paled so fast and hard, it looked like another vamp had just sucked him dry. “Sir—”

    Riley flashed his teeth. “So this is a gift from my brother, is it?”

    She’d just opened her mouth, ready to explain things, but maybe she didn’t need to.

    Riley spun. The concierge opened his hands. “Your… brother,” he said carefully as if that was an emotional wound around Riley, “had a… soirée here last night.”

    Riley nodded once. “Soirée. Sure. Which room? Ah, the function room of course. Because I need it today. And he left this, did he?”

    The concierge looked at her.

    She looked at Riley. He owned the building. He ran this business. And he’d stopped the fairy.

    … In many ways he’d ultimately hired her. She didn’t know if what she was about to admit to was disloyal, but it wasn’t like the concierge had been nice to her in the first place. “I found that in the function room. It was under a stack of tables.”

    “And you are?” Riley said through stiff lips. But he didn’t pay enough attention to her to make it seem like the anger was directed at her.

    She went to clean her glasses. She realized they were splattered with Lord knows what. So she brushed some dust off her chest and pointed to her embroidered badge. “Magical cleaner.”

    “Ah. Well, thank you for revealing this… thing.” He stopped just short of saying forbidden spell. He didn’t need to. The thing was obviously a fairy. And the thing had just damaged so much of his building, the fairy in question grinned.

    But the grin was the look of something that couldn’t escape, the kind of monkey, fixed-tooth, wide-lipped grimace of someone who knew they’d just run into the worst predator of all.

    The concierge winced. “She—”

    “You would think if you’d known my dear brother had cast an illegal spell that you should’ve gone in and dealt with it first. Wouldn’t you agree?” Riley hissed.

    She looked up hopefully, her eyebrows peaking. That kind of sounded like she’d be let off the hook—

    But she had to know what the hook was first.

    Riley had stopped the fairy with powerful magic. Powerful ancestral vampire magic. The problem was, he didn’t have hold of the fairy’s core.

    The guy who’d cast it – Lennox, by the sounds of it – had obviously known exactly how to summon a fairy.

    You had to have a very specific spell core, so that even someone who knew what they were doing couldn’t find the anchor point.

    The fairy suddenly lurched back.

    The woman who’d screamed before screamed even louder.

    Riley shot forward.

    As for Luna, she’d realized which side her bread was buttered on, and she appreciated that if she could smooth this over, maybe she could walk out of here without paying a massive damage bill.

    She pivoted. She shoved out a hand.

    She always had a backup mop. It was pinned just inside her belt.

    As she forced her hand forward, she didn’t grab the fairy by the legs. She grabbed it about two centimeters to the side.

    Her fingers scrunched around its spell core. She deployed her mop and cracked it over the head in under two seconds flat.

    The fairy’s eyes did a full 360, and it fell forward. It slumped in her hand.

    Sheesh. If only she’d been able to do that earlier.

    She looked sheepishly up at Riley. Riley… certainly didn’t look sheepish back.

    Like a gun cocking itself, one of his eyebrows descended, then the other. “Who are you again?”

    She pointed at her badge and shrugged. “Luna from Shadow Magical Cleaning Services—”

    “Ignore her, sir,” the concierge tried, obviously ready for damage control.

    “Why would I ignore her? She did what I couldn’t. Shadow Magical Cleaning Services,” Riley said, slowing each word down.

    She didn’t like the fact his attention was fully on her. Because it seemed to drag over the attention of everyone else in the room, too. Fair enough, she had dealt with a fairy. A fairy Riley himself hadn’t managed to deal with—

    She suddenly realized how bad this might look. Vampires loved their pride. Hell, pride was almost more important than blood.

    “Ah… sorry about this?” she said, voice going up high as she questioned how she should feel.

    The fairy twitched.

    She looked down at it. She bowed in front of Riley. “I just… do you want me to clean this up?” she asked awkwardly as she gestured at the fairy.

    He said nothing. He just watched her with eyes… look, she wasn’t in the frame of mind to describe his gaze. Eyes that could burn? Eyes that could take? Vampire eyes could do all of that. The point was his eyes were ever so slightly dilated as if he needed to see this.

    Everyone else’s eyes were on her, too, and fair enough. She’d just offered to clean the mess up.

    It was what she’d been hired to do.

    She felt a little awkward.

    She looked like a mess. She was covered in glass.

    But when the fairy threatened to wake, and one eye fixed on her, she focused on what was necessary.

    She slammed the fairy down on the floor beneath her, focused on the spell core, and jammed the base of her mop into it.

    The core appeared for everyone to see. She swore a small collective gasp echoed out behind her. No. It didn’t come from there. It came from Riley. It wasn’t a gasp. It was the sound of his nostrils expanding and then him sucking in a breath so fast, it got stuck in his throat.

    His face looked the same. She glanced up at it. His eyes were still open, but… whatever. She had to deal with this fairy.

    Her reputation was on the line here.

    When the spell core appeared, it was pretty easy to break it. Even a small witch would be able to un-cast it.

    She jammed her mop down into it, then dragged it across to one side, breaking the cohesion of the magical lines. They spluttered a little.

    But when she swept her mop through it multiple times, the spell dissipated. And the fairy did too. There was a click, the sound of something withering, then nothing.

    Nothing… except for Riley’s eyes on her.

    She rose to her feet. She clutched her mop in front of her like a shield. She was suddenly aware of just how disheveled she was. “Ah… you probably want me to get back to work. The, ah…,” she licked her lips, “fairy broke through a few of your windows,” she said. A few was a lie. The fairy had probably done close to $200,000 worth of damage.

    As that figure popped into her head, she winced back.

    But Riley just watched her. “What kind of witch did you say you were?”

    “She’s a cleaner,” the concierge began. His phone pinged.

    It was in his hand. He looked down at it.

    It rang.

    He shook his head like he couldn’t answer it.

    Riley didn’t look at him once. “That’s my brother. He is about to show up, isn’t he? Please answer the phone. Please tell him I’ll be waiting for him.”

    Riley spoke to the concierge but never once blinked. He fixed his full vampiric attention on Luna, and look… she took it, but she didn’t want to. At least she had her mop. Her fingers slid down the hard magic reinforced plastic. “Ah… do you want me to get back to work?” she muttered. “The rest of the day will be free of charge. I let that fairy loose—”

    “My brother cast that fairy. I assure you, you will be paid for your duty.”

    … Duty?

    She didn’t pull him up on using the wrong word. Her nose scrunched. She was gonna get paid. She managed to make that scrunch grab her lips and force them into a grin.

    “Please answer the question. What kind of witch are you?”

    She shrugged. “Ordinary.”

    “Ordinary witches can’t… deal with fairies like that.” He paused before he said deal with.

    Was he still sore about the fact that the fairy had gotten loose from him? It was honestly just chance.

    He kept looking at her, and she suddenly realized she wasn’t going to get free until she answered.

    “I’ve got a little shadow magic on board,” she muttered. Usually she was proud of that. It was such a rare skill. That said, one of her ancient ancestors had been a shadow seer. Back when they’d been more common. She lifted her fingers. She pressed them together. “It’s only a fraction. It’s been tested. It can still help me find spell cores easily,” she said.

    She usually cracked this fact out at parties to make people go ooh and ah. Though honestly, they didn’t these days. There were plenty of other rare magical skills out there, so who cared if you were only fractionally related to somebody who’d been powerful a long time ago?

    Riley, that’s who.

    He reached into his pocket.

    He pulled out his wallet. Was he gonna pay her right now? No. He yanked out a card. It was blank. He handed it over.

    She frowned at it. Then she realized what it was. It was a vampire contact card. All she had to do was slam her thumb down on one side and he’d slam his thumb down on the other, then he’d be able to contact her. It was kind of like exchanging your numbers. Permanently.

    She bit her lip. She went through with it, though. Maybe… he’d give her a bonus.

    She handed it back to him. He slid his thumb down the other side. “You’ll be hearing from me.”

    “She wasn’t discreet—” the concierge began.

    Riley lifted the kind of hand that could stop Armageddon and get it to crawl back into the cracks of chaos.

    The concierge gulped.

    “My brother. He’s on his way, I assume?” Riley snarled.

    “He’s almost here.”

    Though she would’ve kind of liked to stick around and see this, she didn’t want to. She wanted to get back to work, do a good job, and hopefully get that bonus. She needed the money.

    The concierge soon broke away from Riley, after Riley shared some stiff words with the man. Then the concierge led her back to work via the proper elevators this time. Because there was no point pretending she wasn’t here.

    She turned as the elevators closed, turned as one of the most memorable men in the city walked through the broken windows, not the door. He shoved his hand into his pocket.

    He looked… he looked like Lennox Seymour. And what did Lennox Seymour look like?

    A suit model that had been combined with a rogue pirate from old combined with one of the most powerful ancient vampires in the world. She was assuming the powerful part. Then again, by all reports, the power had skipped him and gone straight to his brother. What Lennox Seymour was was a party boy. One who knew it.

    And one who didn’t care.

    He walked right over the glass, whistled, and stopped right in front of his brother. “Not like you to smash up one of your brand-new buildings, Riley. Or wait, did you find that present I left you, maybe?”

    “Forbidden spells will be controlled by the Council.”

    Lennox shrugged his shoulders forward. He leaned close. His eyes were rimmed with power, red and wild. “To do that, you’re going to have to get dad to finally step in. But both you and I know one thing. I could trash this entire town, but I still wouldn’t go to jail. Now, have fun, brother. I have someplace to get to.” With that, he patted Riley on the shoulder once, and the elevator door closed.

    Luna couldn’t rip her eyes off Lennox. She went to say for some reason, but it was pretty obvious.

    Lennox was the greatest spanner in the city’s works. He was a wildcard. He was a rogue, too, and though she couldn’t appreciate this quite yet, he made her heart skip a beat.

    By the end of the day, it would skip right into his arms.

  
    Chapter 2

    She was driving home. In the pounding rain. With a rumbling stomach and hands so covered in magical goo, they practically stuck to the wheel.

    She’d gone ahead and said that she would work slavishly, and she had.

    It’d turned out that Lennox’s party had spilled from one room to pretty much every floor.

    She’d promised to do a good job, and she had.

    Now her stomach rumbled hard just as her phone pinged.

    There was something about that beep as she felt her thumb tingle. It was a warning that the person contacting was someone she’d signed a magical card with.

    “Riley,” she whispered.

    She reached over and tapped her phone in its holder.

    It accepted the call. Her stomach twisted.

    “Is that you, Luna?” He had such a great phone voice.

    Great, because he wasn’t angry. He almost sounded… she couldn’t put her finger on it.

    “Ah, yeah. Did I miss something—”

    “No. You impressed me,” he said. The word impressed… he said it. It just… didn’t have the same weight it should.

    It felt like it was a shadow of something else.

    She shook her head, tossing the thought from her mind, knowing she had to be careful here if she wanted that bonus.

    “Yep, I like to work. I’m always ready to accept more contracts—”

    “Good. That’s why I’m contacting you.”

    She didn’t care about the driving rain, the fact the roads were dangerously slicked and her stomach gave another rumble. You should’ve seen the light that went off behind her eyes. If she could get the right contract, she could finally finish the renovations on her house, doing her grandmother’s memory justice and keeping out the chill forever. “Ah, what kind of contract?”

    “I have a private yacht—”

    She stopped herself from saying of course he had a private yacht. He probably had 10.

    Then her brain caught up to the fact that Riley wouldn’t just insert that into the conversation to make her impressed.

    Dollar signs lined up behind her eyes. “You have a private yacht…” she prompted breathlessly.

    “It’s leaving port tomorrow. I’ll give you a year’s contract, which I will likely extend. You will be hired to do the magical cleaning.”

    She doubted there’d be that much magical cleaning on a yacht, but whatever—

    She opened her mouth to say how much. Riley got there first. “Due to your unique skill set, you will be paid $200,000 a year.”

    She almost skidded off the road.

    She didn’t have dollar signs behind her eyes anymore – she had chunks of freaking gold.

    She almost couldn’t speak. “Are you… serious?”

    “You left quite an impression on me,” he said.

    His voice was distant. She paid no attention to it. He was distant. He was speaking through a freaking phone.

    “It leaves port tomorrow. Spend the rest of the night packing your things. I will message you the details.”

    “Thank you so much, sir. Thank you so much,” she said, meaning every thank you from the bottom of her heart.

    She had a friend who could easily move into her place to look after it while she was away for… a year.

    Her mind buzzed as the call ended.

    The rain pounded down harder. She usually didn’t like driving in bad weather. Her eyes weren’t the greatest, and she wore thick glasses constantly. Her car was old, and she couldn’t really control the condensation that well. As her glasses started to fog, she just wiped it off with her sleeve, then went back to grinning.

    She could’ve swallowed the world with a smile.

    But something else wanted to swallow her.

    There was a flicker from the seat behind her.

    She didn’t pay attention. Come on, she was on cloud nine. The flicker paid attention to her.

    When you have a really, really powerful spell, sometimes it can leave fragments. You have to be very cautious to get rid of every single fragment. That’s why she always took her tools home at the end of the day and shoved them into magical bleach.

    She hadn’t had the opportunity to do that yet.

    That’s why right behind her, that spark soon whoomphed into a fire.

    She’d dealt with the fairy.

    She just hadn’t dealt with it properly.

    The spell core reignited, and a mandala burnt its way across the back seat as the fairy’s wingtip reappeared. It shoved the back of the seat, forcing her forward against the wheel. She clutched it and spun.

    Right into the path of a truck.

    She heard its horn and felt the shuddering of its brakes even through the road and up into her car. But there wasn’t a damn thing she could do.

    She was stunned, seconds from dying, moments from the truck slamming right through the front of her vehicle and turning her into a pancake.

    She managed to grab the wheel, managed to twist to the side, and serendipity saw her car skid right out of the way of the truck. It shot past, and fortunately it didn’t topple over. Her car spun and spun and spun until she reached the shoulder of the road, slammed her foot down on the brake, and finally came to a stop. Her hatchback teetered, but before it could fall over, she fired magic into the footwell on her side, and it righted itself.

    She breathed. Once. That was honestly the only thing she had time for.

    The fairy reached out.

    She twisted.

    It was almost manifesting in full.

    She reached for her broom.

    She grabbed it up and held it just as the fairy shot forward.

    She had one chance to stop it. If she could cram it back into the spell, she could discombobulate it.

    That’s exactly what she did. She just didn’t understand one thing.

    The spell was connected to another spell.

    She hadn’t questioned why this fairy had re-created itself, hadn’t questioned where it got the power to do that. Now she didn’t need to question. She experienced it face freaking first. Because as she grabbed the fairy and shoved it forward, she saw the spell change.

    Very strong practitioners can link spells together. It means that when one is attacked, the other can give it power.

    You could also create transport gates between them.

    She was glad that she had her broom. She clutched it to her chest as she fell headfirst into the transport gate. The fairy wrapped around her chest, but that didn’t matter.

    The transport magic soon swallowed them up.

    She found herself tumbling through transport space. It didn’t last. Even for her. It usually did. She hated transporting for a very good reason. You could see more shadows in the transport realm. It was thinner space. It wasn’t like the real world.

    But it didn’t last.

    She landed down on a concrete floor hard enough that she could’ve cracked her knees. She fell headfirst into the fairy just as it grabbed her face, pushed its claws in, then rose and looked her right in the eye. “You again. Time to make you pay.”

    She didn’t have the breath or the wherewithal to point out it had already made her pay.

    She rose to her knees.

    Her mop was just there.

    This time, she wasn’t playing nice. This time, she was playing to win.

    By now the fairy already knew that she could see spell cores. So all it did was flick its tail forward and create dust between her and the spell core. The kind of magical dust that could create a cloud so thick and cloying, it could hide even a raging bull.

    It meant she couldn’t clap her eyes on the spell core anymore, meant she couldn’t reach it. Or at least she shouldn’t be able to reach it. She’d had one of the most trying days of her life but also one of the most fortunate.

    Maybe those two facts smashed together. Maybe it was something else. But for the first time in her freaking life, her shadow magic changed. Slightly. It was like someone who’d been suspended on the same rung of a ladder for decades finally finding it in their muscles to rise just one rung above.

    She smashed right through that cloud of particles. She could see from the fairy’s expression that it thought it had won. And it had won – up until the moment it lost.

    With a guttural roar, she punched her mop down into the spell core. And this time she frigging shattered it. Because this time she put her full magical force behind it and shoved her mop in so hard, she could’ve cracked the floor.

    She did crack the floor. Just a little. But more importantly than all of that, she cracked the fairy.

    It screamed then shattered right in front of her face.

    This time the fairy was not gonna come back.

    This time….

    She looked up.

    She was in a concrete room.

    There were boxes upon boxes of alcohol.

    She frowned and assessed them. She’d broken through a few.

    She reached over and grabbed up one of the glass bottles, the last of the liquid bubbling through her fingers. Because it was champagne. Because it was—

    She twisted the bottle over. Her breath caught in her throat, and she dropped it like a bomb.

    She knew her alcohol. Her grandmother had run a liquor store. And that… champagne was worth $1000 a bottle. Luna… had just blasted through 10 boxes of them.

    She shook. She winced. She didn’t have that kind of money… but she was about to make it.

    Before she could figure out just how much this would cost her, something sparked on the floor.

    It was the remains of the spell core. No. It was the remains of the thing the spell core was connected to. She saw a faint strand of magic. It wound back underneath the metal door behind her.

    … If she could follow it, she could get to the other spell that had been giving it power.

    She didn’t know what made her turn, what made her pull her mop up, what made her put her cleaning face on.

    Maybe it was her magic. Maybe it was nothing more than her tenacious grit.

    Because if she could get to that spell, if she could crack it, maybe she could impress the owner of this store. Maybe they wouldn’t charge her for the champagne. Or maybe… she could call Riley.

    There were many maybes.

    She just focused on opening the door. She walked out into a large corridor.

    That’s when she saw two svelte vampires kissing against the wall.

    She didn’t expect it. She blinked. She probably looked like a nun that had just walked into an adult store.

    “Oh my,” she stammered.

    Then they swept to the side, opened a door, and tumbled within.

    She saw other vampires. They were artfully arranged on velvet couches.

    Seriously expensive wine filled seriously expensive flutes.

    … Luna was in some kind of club. No, not some kind. She followed the strand. She reached a set of stairs. She headed down them. Then the whole building opened out, and with gut-punching force, she realized where she was.

    This was the hottest vampire club in town.

    This was the Night Palace.

    She’d never been here. She’d never even seen proper photos of it. It was that exclusive.

    It looked like an arena. Kind of.

    It was built in a bowl shape with multiple mezzanine levels, meaning everyone’s attention was funneled down below. Were the dancers down below? No. There were dance floors set up on every level. Down below was clearly for the most important people here.

    As she followed the spell core down, and one vampire clocked her, arching an eyebrow, she ignored him. She stared down at the goldleaf-rimmed stairs.

    Oh god… there was Riley.

    She saw him because she recognized his suit. She almost flapped her arms up and down like an excited bird.

    If she could get to the other spell, he’d figure out that they were connected, and everything would go back to normal.

    Plus, she had to impress her new boss.

    It was her sheer bloody-minded focus on doing a good job that enabled her to ignore everything but the spell strand. And that meant she got past every vampire who frowned at her.

    It meant she ignored the black-suited vampires on the other side of the mezzanine level who stared at her and grunted, “Who’s that?”

    She clearly wasn’t a vampire. There were witches here, but they were the kind of model-esk powerful witches who adorned the pages of the most expensive magazines in town.

    Luna stuck out like a sore thumb. One covered in frizzy hair, with misty glasses and torn overalls. And she didn’t freaking care. She had something to focus on.

    She walked right around a vampire just as he frowned in her face.

    She was quick on her feet when she needed to be.

    She followed the strand, never letting it go. It led her down, down toward the central floor.

    There were bouncers here. Fortunately they were on the other side of the room. She couldn’t tell you what she thought she’d do, how she thought she’d get away from them. She could just tell you that if she got to the spell core and revealed it, Riley would come to her aid.

    Her grandmother had once pinched her on the cheek and told her she was a hopelessly single-minded person. Sometimes that was a good thing. Sometimes that was a bad thing. But for a cleaner, that was the greatest thing of all.

    At least the bottom floor was large enough that nobody saw her immediately.

    There were several velvet couches. Some of the slinkiest vampire models you’d ever seen were arranged on them. They looked like somebody was about to paint them. And why wouldn’t you? They were amazing.

    Riley stood with his back to her.

    And right in front of him, draped on one of those couches, looking like he could drape himself on anything, including a coffin, was none other than Lennox. He had an entire bottle of champagne in one hand.

    There was another bottle of champagne in front of him. But as she looked at him, she realized even though he’d probably drunk them, they hadn’t affected him at all. He had the same expression – and energy – he’d had back when he’d seen Riley in the lobby.

    She couldn’t place it. But she could place the spell core.

    “Hey, who are you—” one of the bouncers almost reached her.

    “Magical cleaner,” she said, voice kind of high-pitched and edgy.

    It was as if those two words were her shield. Hell, they were almost her weapon. They were the only thing that could get her through this.

    Riley spun. She didn’t think she’d ever seen someone move so fast. Maybe it was her voice. Maybe it was something else. He probably didn’t want her here.

    He’d probably sack her.

    But she finally found the other side of the spell.

    “You’re not allowed to be here,” one of the bouncers began.

    “You have a spell core in this room. It was connected to a forbidden spell found in the function room of Seymour Tower,” she said, spitting that out as fast as she could as she lurched toward the wall. “And I’ve been contracted to clean it,” she ad-libbed.

    She punched, that’s right, punched the spell core.

    She didn’t have time. One of the bouncers went to grab her. He just never got the chance.

    “Luna,” Riley said. His voice was hard.

    Really hard. But you know what else was hard?

    The spell core. In her head, it would have the same power as the other spell core. They were connected. It didn’t mean they were reflections though, did it? Nope. Apparently not.

    As the spell manifested and great giant spinning orbs of light twisted over the wall, she realized her mistake in an instant.

    Not all spell cores were small. Some of them were massive. And the larger they were, the more likely you were to be sucked inside.

    She didn’t appreciate what was happening until it happened.

    The spell core shoved into the bouncers, throwing them back. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw it collect Riley and push him down to his knees. He kept his balance, but he was dragged back several meters. The blast caught one of the couches, upending it and dumping one of the models onto her teetering heels.

    And that was just the damage Luna could see from here.

    Lennox shot forward. He didn’t grab the slinky model that had been draped over his knees. He shot right toward the spell core. She saw his eyes. You know when you look into the eyes of an actor and you realize they’re just playing a role?

    She’d never had that skill. She didn’t have the time to make the assessment now, but the image still fit.

    So did the tail that suddenly shot out of the spell core and wrapped right around one of her hands.

    “Oh dear,” she had time to say. With her mousy outfit, she probably looked like that aforementioned nun who’d come across one hell of a mess.

    She was ready for a fairy. Let her repeat that. A fairy. What she got was a small demon.

    Her head didn’t really work.

    Everything kind
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